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 Introduction 

Plan Vision 

  
Like many rivers in the North Country, the Grasse River and its tributaries defined the settlements 

established in the 19th century, as they nestled amongst 115 miles of winding water running north to the 

St. Lawrence River. While scenic vistas, relaxing Sundays of fishing, swimming, and picnicking on the 

Grasse were likely enjoyed, the draw was the power the water provided. As the River presented the 

opportunity to be a harnessed resource for industry and agriculture, small bustling economies and 

communities established along the riverΩs path surrounded by farmland and forests. Now, in the 21st 

century, the farmland and woodlands remain active, but many of the hamlets have become quiet 

communities where families live, congregate, and recreate; but work and shop elsewhere.  

 

The Grasse River looking south in Louisville. 
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Although having unique 

qualities, the Grasse River 

unites these communities 

with the amenities it 

provides as a natural 

attraction and source of 

recreation for locals and 

visitors alike. Communities 

along the  River remain 

diverse, from tiny hamlets to 

densely settled villages with 

commerce and industry. 

Some families stay for the 

way of life long ago 

established by the River, the 

tranquility, the extraordinary 

fishing and paddling.  New 

families relocate to the area and choose to stay for the same reasons. They share the common 

understanding that the River is a special place and resource.   

  

This Blueway Trail Plan brings the Grasse River communities together  to create an identity based on their 

connection to the River that can be celebrated, protected and promoted. ¢ƘŜ tƭŀƴΩǎ scope is to 

understand the existing recreational resources and identify cooperative ways to enhance the experience 

and opportunities along the River corridor for residents and visitors; and to demonstrate regional 

ǎǘŜǿŀǊŘǎƘƛǇ ƛƴ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ wƛǾŜǊΩǎ ƛƴǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ ŜŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳΦ  

 

The Blueway Trail promotes a balance of diverse recreational and cultural opportunities with land and 

water stewardship. With education and community dialogue will come stronger stewardship along the 

River. Through experiential place making, the River will continue to be sacred to those who explore the 

waters and its banks. The Blueway Trail intends to encourage care and a sense of accountability so that the 

water quality will remain appreciated and the unique and diverse habitats healthy.   

 

Through regional branding and marketing, more visitors will invest day-trips and multi-day excursions to 

the Blueway corridor. By identifying opportunities for overnighting at campsites, bed and breakfasts and 

hotels and finding great places to eat and relax, visitors will continue to seek entertainment and culture 

through local music and performance, farmers markets, museums and galleries, and larger festivals. New 

families and more visitors will bring investment into these small communities and their local shops and 

services, improving the economy, amenities and quality of life.  

  

The Blueway Trail Plan envisions a future where experienced paddlers will continue to rock the rapids 

upriver in the spring, while the less experienced will enjoy short or long excursions on the scenic flatwaters 

Falls in Russell. 
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from Morley to Louisville. Fishermen and women will continue to share their love and extensive 

knowledge for the River with family and friends while preserving rare species and habitats through 

education of fishing methods and invasive species control. The native fish population will remain strong 

and continue to thrill and challenge fisherman living on the River and visitors from across the 

Country.  Explorers, nature-lovers, and educators will continue to harness the river ecosystem as a tool.  

The land trail systems, cycling and other activities will complement recreation on the River putting the 

Grasse River on the map as a recreation destination.  Enhanced equestrian amenities will bring trail riders 

from across New York State and beyond.  The plan considers multi-season utilization to boost local 

ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŜǎΦ 5ǳǊƛƴƎ ŀ άƎƻƻŘέ ǿƛƴǘŜǊΣ ƛŎŜ-skaters, cross-country skiers and perhaps dog-sleds will travel as 

far as their legs will take them, stopping at local businesses for guides and supplies.  

  

Those who have had the privilege of experiencing the Grasse River understand the vibrancy of 

opportunities it provides. This Plan is the first step in developing this shared vision for the Grasse River 

Blueway.  Successful implementation will require regional  coordination and collaboration.  The 

generations that the Grasse River has shaped, the relocators who have been convinced to stay, as well as 

the visitors who continue to encounter the sacredness that the Grasse River instills in each experience are 

proof of its importance. It is participation from each of these actors within the planning process that the 

Blueway Trail Plan has been created to further promote existing recreational resources and identify 

cooperative ways to enhance the experience and opportunities along the River; and to demonstrate 

ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǘŜǿŀǊŘǎƘƛǇ ƛƴ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ wƛǾŜǊΩǎ ƛƴǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ ŜŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳΦ  

Defining a Blueway Trail 
 

A blueway trail is a small boat and paddling route that combines recreation, tourism and environmental 

awareness. It includes launch points, fishing access, camping locations and points of interest for canoeists 

and kayakers.  A blueway trail interconnects with the land to enhance the experience, establishing 

connections to play areas, rest stations and land-based attractions. Blueway trails connect to hamlets and 

main streets established the river as a defining feature within a community, and source of recreational 

tourism that generates economic activity and promotes revitalization. Blueways encourage ecological 

education and preservation of wildlife resources as part of promotional activities, informational signage 

at key access points, local programming and community land and water management practices.   

 

A regional Blueway Trail Plan provides an opportunity to understand existing conditions and assets, 

identify gaps and opportunities and develop project ideas and actions that can be undertaken at the local 

and regional level.  It creates a regional identity, vision and goals where ideas and resources can be pooled 

to reach more communities, more effectively and efficiently.  They can advance regional waterfront and 

community revitalization goals, including:  

 

Å reclaiming the waterfront as a regional activity center; 

Å strengthening the physical and economic linkages between the riverfront and developed hamlet 

centers and villages; 
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Å enhancing water-dependent and water-enhanced businesses; 

Å increasing public access for water-based recreation and tourism; 

Å promoting the communities as a regional destination; and 

Å protecting and enhancing water quality and wildlife habitat. 

 

The Blueway Trail Plan has three major components: a profile of the existing River corridor characterizing 

the River and its ecosystem, identifying communities and settlements and existing assets and attractions 

on and off the River that the trail is expected to connect; a set of goals; projects and recommended actions 

for implementing the vision and goals; and a strategy for implementation.  

 

The following goals (in no particular order) will frame the Blueway Trail Plan: 

 

× Promote and market the Blueway as a four-season natural resource and recreational amenity for 

residents and visitors. 

× Increase and enhance safe access to on-river activities including paddling, fishing and swimming.  

× Improve on-land amenities to enhance and complement the River experience including parks, 

land trails for different users, camping and other visitor infrastructure. 

× Enhance community revitalization by connecting the RƛǾŜǊ ǘƻ ƘŀƳƭŜǘǎΣ άƳŀƛƴ ǎǘǊŜŜǘǎέ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ 

intrinsic resources. 

× Guide stewardship through education oŦ ǘƘŜ wƛǾŜǊΩǎ ŜŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ 

provide guidance on protection at the individual, community and regional level. 

 

Partners and Community Engagement 

The Grasse River communities of Town of 

Russell, Town and Village of Canton, Town of 

Madrid, Town of Louisville and the Town and 

Village of Massena directly participated in the 

development of this Plan.  The Town of Canton, 

through their Office of Community 

Development, submitted a grant application to 

the NYS Department of State Office of Planning 

and Development seeking funding to create 

improved access to the entire Grasse River 

waterfront. The Town and Village of Canton had 

previously completed a Waterfront 

Revitalization Plan and as part of that planning 

process, identified the importance of bringing all 

of the Grasse River communities together to focus on the River as an important asset for community and 

visitor recreational enjoyment and a natural resource worthy of collective protection.  

Visioning workshop held in the Louisville Fire House in July 
2016. 
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This Blueway Trail Project is funded by the NYS Department of State Local Waterfront Revitalization 

Program under Title 11 of the Federal Environmental Protection Fund.  In addition to the grant funding, 

the Town of Canton contributed staff resources to administer the grant on behalf of the communities.  A 

project advisory committee (PAC) was established to represent the participating communities who are 

also Grasse River stakeholders such as paddlers, fishing enthusiasts, land trail organizers, natural resource 

advocates and property owners. The Project Advisory Committee was the sounding board for this Plan 

and the involved communities, providing input on local opportunities and issues; helping to focus the 

project; reviewing draft products; assisting in the public outreach process; and assisting in the review and 

selection of key projects and priorities to be addressed in the future.   

 
Community Visioning ð What 
does the Grasse mean to you?    

The Grasse River Blueway Trail 

project was kicked-off with a 

public workshop in Louisville to 

introduce the project and gain 

public input from leaders and 

citizens who live, work and play 

on the River regarding what they 

love about the River as well as 

concerns, opportunities and 

challenges.  ! άǾƛǎƛƻƴƛƴƎ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴέ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘŜŘ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪǎƘop to understand from the 

community what the Grasse River means to them.   They were asked what they love about the River, what 

concerns they have that they would like address, and how they would describe the River if changes were 

made for the better. The Vision for the future varied greatly depending on the vantage point but, some 

emotions and goals were constant ς ƛǘ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ {ǘΦ [ŀǿǊŜƴŎŜ /ƻǳƴǘȅΩs greatest assets and a reason people 

choose to live where they do. 
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 What do you love about the Grasse River? 
 

The diversity of the ecosystem (fish species, flora, fauna) ¶The waterfalls  ¶ The peaceful quality of 

the River ¶ The quiet (especially upriver) ¶ Its beauty and nature  ¶ The Pyrites swimming hole  ¶The 

lack of accessibility which keeps it quiet ¶ The Muskie population  ¶ The Buccaneer Lounge (former 

Cascade) and watching the Falls ¶ The Morley Mill and the opportunity for its reuse   ¶  Paddling ς 

the C1 Championship last year ¶ 9ŀŎƘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ǘƘŜ wƛǾŜǊ ¶ IŜƴǊȅ wǳǎƘǘƻƴΩǎ 

Canoes/the icon of canoes ¶The tributaries of the Grasse River ¶ The upstream native Brook Trout 

and fly fishing ¶ The remoteness on the River between Pyrites and  the North Branch/Russell 

segment of the Grasse ¶ Mountain biking trails near North Branch ¶ Equestrian opportunities near 
North Branch/Russell. 

 
 

What would you like to change about the Grasse River corridor? 
 

The industrial waste (rebar etc.) in the River in the Village of Canton should be cleaned out for better 

navigation of the River ¶ Repair/replace broken weir in Massena to restore water levels to 

Louisville/Massena ¶ More education about the native Muskie population and risk from over-fishing and 

ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎΩ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ¶ lack of River access from Russell to Pyrites (all privately held land) ¶ Lack of 

wayfinding signage identifying river access points ¶ Lack of portages to get around river obstacles ¶ Lack 
of promotion of recreational assets and activities on and off river including the mountain biking trails in 

Russell ¶ The put-in at Route 68 is so shallow you have to walk ¶ Inability to establish boat launches in 

several locations due to DEC restrictions on the shoreline/riverbanks ¶ Need better understanding of 

planning for the Grasse River on a regional and community level ¶ There are no campsites accessible 

from the River (by canoe) ¶ Need multi-use land trails near the River. 
 
 

²ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ȅƻǳΩŘ ƭƛƪŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴΣ ǿƘŀǘ ǿƛƭƭ ǘƘŜ DǊŀǎǎŜ wƛǾŜǊ ŎƻǊǊƛŘƻǊ 
be like? 

 

There will be continuity in protection and promotion of Grasse River resources. ¶  There will be a 

balance of the Grasse River as a resource and an asset. ¶  More people will visit the Grasse River 

corridor. ¶ ¢ƘŜ άƴŜǿέ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊǎ ǿƛƭƭ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ wƛǾŜǊ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘǎ ŜŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ŀƴŘ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ 

habitats, invasive species threats etc. ¶ There will be whitewater rafting in Canton. ¶    There will be 

economic development such as a brew pub on the River ¶ The outdoor recreation created by the Grasse 

River will promote health and wellness. ¶   The diversity of the River will be celebrated. ¶  It will remain 

scenic. ¶  It will still be peaceful. ¶  There will be responsible growth and development. ¶  Resources will 

have been integrated. ¶ There will be more multi-use land trails. ¶ There will be fewer boater-paddler 

conflicts in Massena and more boater safety. ¶ There will be education and knowledge of invasive 

species issues by visitors. ¶ There will be versatility with many on-river assets. ¶ There will be campsites 

on the River. ¶ We will still smell cows. ¶ We will still hear birds. ¶ It will remain quiet. ¶ History will be 

celebrated. ¶ There will be pride of living on the Grasse River that you can you identify with on a 

regional and state-wide level. ¶ There will be responsible growth. 
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Blueway Summit - Sharing Information  and Ideas 

Regional planning involves bringing 

together people with different geographic 

and community vantage points, interests 

and knowledge into the process to develop 

the best set of ideas and recommended 

actions. A half-day stakeholder summit was 

held in the Fall of 2017 to bring together 

stakeholders, local and regional 

community leaders and others interested 

in participating the development of the 

Trail Plan.  The summit included an 

information session about the project and, 

break-out groups oriented around river 

corridor user groups and interests including: paddling, fishing, land trails and recreation, community 

revitalization and economic development.  The breakout groups were t asked with confirming existing 

assets, brainstorming opportunities for new 

physical enhancements and programmatic 

ideas to: increase passive and active 

opportunities to enjoy the river and address 

challenges to safe access; better connect on-

land and community amenities that could add-

value to the Blueway Trail experience; and 

protect thŜ wƛǾŜǊ ŎƻǊǊƛŘƻǊΩǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ intrinsic 

resources. A reconvening of the full group to 

report back revealed many of the same 

recommendations and ideas were identified by 

multiple groups demonstrating the synergy of 

goals and ideas despite having different focal 

interests regarding the River. Key themes that emerged included: 

¶ The lack of central location for information and promotion of amenities on and off the Grasse 

River corridor for locals and visitors is curtailing usage. 

¶ Informal river access points constrain are an integral part of river access and portage today.  Gaps 

in formal or upgraded access points constrain river usage along some segments. 

¶ Consistent educational and interpretive signage at boat launches and in waterfront parks about 

wildlife, heritage, invasive species, fishing best practices etc. are an opportunity to inform and 

ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘ ŀƴŘ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǊƛǾŜǊΩǎ ŜŎƻƭƻƎȅ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜΦ 

¶ Land trails for horse riding, mountain biking and hiking are an increasing opportunity to recreate 

along the River Corridor on public easements and state lands.   

Blueway Trail Stakeholder Summit. 

Blueway Trail Stakeholder Summit. 
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¶ Increasing and promoting winter recreation and events is an opportunity. 

¶ The lack of campgrounds and campsites is a missed opportunity that could extend recreational 

experience. 

Presentation of Blueway Trai l Plan Ideas 
 

Following the completion of a draft plan a presentation was held in the Spring of 2018 to present the draft 
goals, actions and priority projects that could be implemented throughout the blueway corridor as well 
as community specific projects. The attendees feedback was reflected in the Plan.  The plan was then 
made available on local websites for further review. 

Blueway Trail Boundary 

The Grasse River Blueway Trail includes the length of the River from the headwaters in the Towns of 

Colton and /ƭŀǊŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ DǊŀǎǎŜ wƛǾŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ {ǘΦ [ŀǿǊŜƴŎŜ wƛǾŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¢ƻǿƴ ƻŦ aŀǎǎŜƴŀΦ Lƴ 

addition to the main branch of the Grasse, the boundary includes the North, Middle and South Branches, 

encompassing much ƻŦ ǘƘŜ wƛǾŜǊΩǎ ǿŀǘŜǊǎƘŜŘΦ  hŦŦ wiver, the trail includes lands along the main branch to 

the closest significant north-south road paralleling the River with a few exceptions in the area of the Upper 

and Lower Lakes Wildlife Management Area and the Little River just outside the Village of Canton.  It is 

important to incorporate lands that connect to major roadways as portions of the River are relatively 

inaccessible without access by car.  The Blueway Trail boundary incorporates the traditional hamlets along 

the River and significant portions of the Villages of Canton and Massena.   A map of the boundary is on 

the following page. 

Related Local and Regional Planning Initiatives 
 
Waterfront planning at the local and intermunicipal level has 
been part of the conversation along much of the Grasse River for 
the past decade through a number of initiatives. The Canton 
Grasse River Waterfront Revitalization Plan is an intermunicipal 
Waterfront Revitalization Plan developed by the Town and Village 
of Canton. The Plan considered waterfront revitalization and 
protection along its 19 miles of the RiverΦ ¢ƘŜ tƭŀƴΩǎ Ǝƻŀƭǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƻ 
enhance opportunities for public access to water-based 
recreation on the waterways; revitalize Main Street and Riverside 
Drive and underutilized waterfront commercial properties; 
develop efficient, pedestrian and bicycle friendly transportation 
access; protect sensitive waterfront resources, open space and 
scenic resources; preserving historic resources and enhance 
opportunities for heritage tourism; growth management; and 
protect community character and quality of life.  The project was 
funded by an Environmental Protection Fund grant from the NYS 
Department of State Division of Coastal Resources Local 
Waterfront Revitalization Program.  This Plan was followed by 
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Brownfield Opportunity Area (BOA) Program Pre-Nomination Studies (Step 1) through the NYS 
Department of State for some areas along the riverfront in the Village of Canton and Hamlet of Pyrites.  A 
feasibility study has also been completed for a whitewater playpark in the Village of Canton in the area of 
Coakley Falls.   
 
An intermunicipal waterfront revitalization planning initiative has been initiated in Massena and a portion 
of Louisville that while not completed, has resulted in waterfront zoning that supports development 
intended to promote recreation, public access and protection along the river and supporting riverfront 
compatible uses.  The Town of Madrid also has zoning that recognizes the Grasse River waterfront as a 
unique opportunity for planning and development. 
 
Supplementing and supporting local planning efforts are regional initiatives.  Regional economic 
development initiatives such as the bƻǊǘƘ /ƻǳƴǘǊȅ wŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ 9ŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ (REDC) 
Strategic Plan and the St. Lawrence County Economic Development Strategy support hamlet 
ǊŜǾƛǘŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƻǳǊƛǎƳ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜƳŜƴǘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ bƻǊǘƘ /ƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΦ The North 
Country REDC recognizes the importance of recreation and eco-tourism as ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bƻǊǘƘ /ƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ 
economy and the difference for many small hamlets with businesses that rely on summer and winter 
recreation.  Strategies include regional marketing of small communities that have a common identity (like 
the Grasse River) to stretch tourism promotion capacity and dollars; lengthening the shoulder seasons 
with increased four-season recreational opportunities and by turning day-trippers into overnight stays; 
supporting agri-tourism; and modernizing and increasing lodging options.  
 
A portion of the 
Grasse River 
corridor was 
proposed to be 
added to the 
Military Trail 
Scenic Byway 
(proposed to be 
renamed the 
North Country 
Scenic Byway) in a 
study conducted 
by the Adirondack 
North Country 
Association (ANCA) 
in 2012.  This 
scenic byway 
already includes the Village of Massena and would then extend south to include a portion of Route 11 
that would incorporate Potsdam and Canton.  The proposed changes are based on the recognition of 
/ŀƴǘƻƴ ŀƴŘ tƻǘǎŘŀƳ ŀǎ άŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŀƴŘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŎŜƴǘŜǊǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ώǘƘŜƛǊϐ ǊƛŎƘ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǾŜǊǎŜ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ 
ǘǊŀǾŜƭŜǊǎΣέ ŀƴŘ the appropriate inclusion of the Grasse River which supports the theme of the Byway: 
άōƻǳƴǘƛŦǳƭ ƴƻǊǘƘ Ŧƭƻǿ ǿŀǘŜǊǎΦέ  LƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ ǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ DǊŀǎǎŜ wƛǾŜǊ ŎƻǊǊƛŘƻǊ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ {ŎŜƴƛŎ .ȅǿŀȅ 
increases heritage and eco-tourism promotion of the region and provides opportunities for collaboration 
on projects with other byway communities. The North Country Byway Corridor Management Plan (2012) 
identified the interconnectedness of blueway trails and other recreation and connectivity planning, 

Proposed extension of the Military Scenic Byway to include a portion of the Grasse River 
corridor. Source: Adirondack North Country Association (ANCA), North Country Scenic Byway 
Corridor Management Plan (2012) 
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community revitalization strategies, and natural resource and heritage preservation projects as partners 
in regional and local tourism, collaborative marketing and stewardship.  Several goals reference these 
initiatives, and the importance of the six river systems.  
 
Other planning and land management programs and policies are in place at the headwaters and portions 

of the South, Middle and North branches in Clare and Colton which are part of the Adirondack Park. 

Planning and some aspects of private land use and its development related to recreation, land use and 

water resources are managed by the Adirondack Park Land Use and Development Plan (APLUDP).  The 

APLUDP classified all land within the Park into six categories based on existing settlement patterns, 

physical limitations related to soils, slopes and elevations; unique features such as gorges and waterfalls; 

biological considerations such as wildlife habitat, rare or endangered plants or animals, wetlands and 

fragile ecosystems; and public considerations such as historic sites, proximity to critical state lands, and 

the need to preserve the open space character of the Park.  The six categories vary in the manner in which 

land may be developed relative to density, some aspects of land use and the level of review of all projects 

by the APA.  

Recreation planning is also demonstrated on State 

owned lands and conservation easements throughout 

New York State. Along the Grasse River or in close 

proximity are several State Forests that represent 

important recreational assets and significant 

opportunities for expanded use.  The use of all State-

owned (Forest Preserve) lands is determined by Unit 

Management Plans (UMPs) for individual state land 

units.  The NYS Department of Environmental 

Conservation (DEC) administers and facilitates the 

development of Unit Management Plans which assess 

the natural and physical resources present within a 

State land unit. They also identify opportunities for 

recreational use and consider the ability of the 

resources and ecosystems to accommodate public use.  

Within these Units, Recreation Management Plans 

(RMPs) are also developed for sub areas or individual 

tracts.  For State lands in the Adirondack Park, the 

Adirondack Park State Land Master Plan sets forth a land 

use plan. The classification system and guidelines set forth are designed to guide the preservation, 

management and use of these lands by all interested state agencies in the future.   

Portions of the Grasse River are part of two Unit Management areas that are in the process of finalizing 

Plans: The Grass River UMP which includes the popular Tooley Pond Tract; and the St. Lawrence Foothills 

Unit which includes the Downerville, Whippoorwill, Degrasse, and Silver Hill State Forests.  Draft Plans for 

both units have been completed in the past year.  Both plans identify additional on-land recreation 

View from Tooley Pond Road. 
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opportunities including biking, hiking, cross-country skiing, equestrian and snowmobiling and the need 

for additional small-scale amenities to improve the recreational experience including primitive campsites, 

lean-tos, privies, horse platforms and parking areas.  
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 The Blueway Today: Existing Character and Resources  

The history of the Grasse River and its communities is similar to most small rivers in northern New York 

State.  Settlements along the RƛǾŜǊ ǿŜǊŜ ŘŜǊƛǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ wƛǾŜǊΩǎ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ ǘƻ ǇƻǿŜǊ Ƴƛƭƭǎ ŀƴŘ 

transport logs. Grist mills, saw mills, paper mills, wood working operations dotted much of the Grasse. 

The mills and factories that developed created vibrant hamlets where people lived, shopped and 

entertained.  Many of these communities peaked in population in the late 19th Century and continued to 

thrive through the early 20th Century.  Today, these hamlets are far less populated and represent quiet 

rural residential settlements and agrarian communities still supported by community services and 

institutions but with less commerce and few employment opportunities outside of Canton and Massena.    

While the Grasse River and its tributaries have taken on a smaller role in each of these communities, for 

many, it is why they continue to stay, summer over and visit. 

The River 

The Grasse River is 

approximately 115 miles long 

entirely located in St. Lawrence 

County. It is a tributary of the St. 

Lawrence River and a sub-basin 

of its Watershed.  At its highest 

point in the Adirondacks, it is 

2,350 feet above sea level.  The 

River originates at the South 

Branch beginning near Long Tom 

Mountain in the Town of Colton, 

consolidating in Russell to form 

the main branch which then 

flows to the St. Lawrence River 

downstream of Massena. The 

Grasse is a cold-water river 

upstream to the hamlet of Pyrites where it becomes a warm-water river to the confluence with the St. 

Lawrence creating diverse ecosystems and changing fishing opportunities. The Grasse River is fairly 

shallow τanywhere from 2 to 12 feet deep becoming unnavigable during the summer months of mid-

June through mid-September along most stretches in an average rainfall season. It is estimated that 85 

miles of the 115 can be paddled when river depths allow.1 The River has two functional dams -  a 

                                                           
1 NYS Dept. of Environmental Conservation Website: Fishing and Canoeing the Grass 
River:  http://www.dec.ny.gov/outdoor/49285.html 

The Grasse in Massena looking south at the Main Street Bridge and broken weir. 

http://www.dec.ny.gov/outdoor/49285.html
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hydroelectric power dam in the hamlet of Pyrites, and the other in Madrid. A broken weir in the Village of 

Massena requires portage. 

The Headwaters, North, Middle and South Branches  

The upstream section of the 
River, much of which is 
located in the Adirondack 
State Park, represents the 
largest area of on-land 
recreational amenities along 
the Blueway.  The Grasse 
originates with the South 
Branch in Colton eventually 
picking up the Middle and 
North Branches in the Towns 
of Clare and Russell that 
merge into one main branch 
just before the hamlet of 
Russell. The lands along the River 
are predominantly wooded or 
farmland with only scattered homes where roads meet the River.  The shallow depths, rapids and water 
falls create scenic river vistas, but also Class IV-IV+ conditions which can only be tackled by an expert 
paddler. Several tributary streams and ponds contribute to the fishing, paddling and swimming 
experience.  

Like much of the Adirondack Park, this portion of the River includes significant State-owned lands and 

easements acquired from forestry companies creating areas of public access with growing recreational 

amenities. These State Forests and conservation easements create road and trail systems that have 

established several opportunities for car and foot access to the Grasse River and tributary streams and 

ponds with prominent trout fishing, and significant land trail systems for hiking, horseback riding, and 

mountain biking. The NYS DEC has developed draft Unit Management Plans which consider additional 

public recreational uses for each of these State Forests and conservation easements.  

From an outdoor recreation tourism standpoint, this section of the Grasse combined with land-trails and 

amenities provides the most opportunity for different types of recreating - single day excursions, 

overnight stays via camping and multiple day recreation options. 
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Kayaking Rainbow Falls on the South Branch. 
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The Main Branch ð Russell to Canton  

Downriver from the informal 

canoe/kayak put-in the hamlet 

of Russell to Pyrites the main 

branch of the River is quiet and 

remote, becoming more 

pastoral and less forested with 

areas of flatwater intermixed 

with islands, riffles and some 

waterfalls.  Some falls and 

shallow depths continue to 

make navigation challenging at 

times and portage is 

necessary. The Lazy River 

tributary is popular for local 

swimming.  At the 

hydroelectric dam in Pyrites 

portage is necessary and no formalized location exists to do so.  Downriver of the dam is a formal public 

hand launch at a beautiful spot near the County Route 27 bridge. Down river of Pyrites to the Village of 

Canton the River remains remote with little to no additional access opportunities but the River is navigable 

up to the Miner Street Bridge.  Through the Village of Canton, the landscape along the River becomes 

developed with residential, commercial, industrial and institutional uses. River navigation through the 

Village becomes impossible due to former industrial remains in the River and impassible falls requiring 

portage at either Taylor Park or the Miner Street Bridge. A variety of recreational amenities can be 

accessed from the water at Taylor Park Beach and the River can be experienced from land at other 

waterfront Parks and public spaces in the Village including Bend in the River Park, Willow Island and 

Heritage Park. The Little River tributary is also a popular fishing and paddling stream that meets the Grasse 

in Canton.    Below the Village, no put-in exists until the NYS DEC boat launch featured at the eastern edge 

of the Upper and Lower Lakes Wildlife Management Area.  A new launch downriver from the Village would 

open up a relatively untapped stretch of the River.   

Downriver ð The Flatwaters to the St. Lawrence  

The stretch of the River from the hamlet of Morley to the confluence with the St. Lawrence River is 

generally flatwater of varying depths between 4-8 feet upriver and 5-12 feet downriver.  Riffles and small 

rapids create some small stretches of Class II and III conditions.  The landscape is pastoral with working 

farms and hamlets.  Paddling and fishing up and downriver becomes easy in this stretch allowing for less 

planning and more novice paddling experiences. 

The River in the Village of Canton. 
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Numerous bridge crossings 

are utilized as informal access 

for launching and portage.  

Improvements at some of 

these locations would make 

them safer and more 

accessible.  The Madrid dam 

requires portage which is 

provided with informal launch 

on the west side of the river; a 

dock on the east side in the 

Town Park before the dam 

and a hand launch and boat 

slip downriver of the dam.  A 

handicapped accessible 

fishing dock also exists on the 

east side downriver. 

Downriver of Louisville the riverfront becomes developed with residential, commercial and industrial land 

uses in Massena. Boat launches, a marina, campgrounds, an RV Park and other tourism-related 

infrastructure are also available toward the mouth of the River.  The water depths in this stretch allows 

for many types of motorized watercraft. Boater conflicts between paddlers and motorboats reportedly 

can be a safety issue. 

Fish and Wildlife  

The Grasse River has a diversity of wildlife and fish species. It supports cool and warm water fish 

populations which are summarized in the table below and is home to a variety of other wildlife including 

waterfowl, passerine birds and furbearers such as otter, muskrat and beaver. On land, common furbearing 

wildlife includes white-tailed deer, coyote, fisher, pine marten and bobcat, black bear in the Western 

Adirondack Foothills, and moose, although uncommon, are increasingly present. The Upper and Lower 

Lakes WMA provides significant habitat for fish and wildlife.  While only a small sliver of the WMA borders 

the Grasse River Blueway, it has one major impoundment with 4,341 acres of wetland. The WMA is divided 

into three areas: refuge, restricted use and public hunting. There is no public access in the refuge area 

although there is an observation tower at the west end of the refuge which is open year-round. The 

restricted use area is closed to the public from June ς August 15th with pedestrian access from April 15th 

ς May 31st. Trapping is by permit within this area. The public hunting area is open year-round.  

Flatwater at Route 37 Bridge in Louisville looking downriver to Massena. 
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According to the New York Natural Heritage 

Program database from DEC, various plant, 

animal and community species have been 

identified as rare, threatened, endangered or 

protected. There are seven species identified on  

the Natural Heritage data base as occurring in 

the Grass River area including: 5ǊǳƳƳƻƴŘΩǎ 

Rock-cress (Boechera stricta) is listed as 

endangered, and Pod Grass (Scheuchzeria 

palustris) is listed as rare. The Fir Clubmoss 

(Hupergia selago) and the vascular plant 

Southern Twayblade (Listeria australis) are both 

listed as endangered. The Extra Striped 

Snaketail (Ophiogomphus anomalus), a type of 

dragonfly, is designated ς special concern. Two 

birds are listed: the Common Loon (Gavia 

immer) is designated special concern and the 

Spruce Grouse (Falcipennis canadensis) is 

endangered. 

Invasive Species 

Invasive species appear to have a very low presence in the Grasse River to date, although the threat exists 

from species in the St. Lawrence River and Adirondack waterbodies.  Documentation of aquatic invasive 

species is limited by the sheer magnitude of the streams, lakes and ponds to be monitored in New York 

State. However, the aquatic invasive species European frog-bit (Hydrocharis morsus-ranae) was found in 

the Grasse River near Lampson Falls in 2005. European frog-bit is a floating-leaved aquatic capable of 

producing dense mats of vegetation that completely cover the water surface, which can shade out native 

vegetation and thereby reduce plant diversity, and also impede human recreation by entangling around 

boat propellers and making swimming difficult. The Adirondack Park Invasive Plant Program (APIPP) first 

detected the species, and routinely cleaned the sites where it was found greatly reducing its prevalence. 

APIPP will continue to monitor and perform maintenance work as needed until it is no longer present.  

Preventing the spread of invasive species to the river requires education about inspecting, cleaning boats 

and equipment (including waders), and monitoring the River itself.  Signage at boat launches and fishing 

access, posting information at bait and tackle shops and on local and regional websites is the best form of 

education.  Should a nuisance invasive species of significance be detected in the future, boat inspection 

and washing stations at popular locations should be considered.  

 

 

A heron on the Grasse at the Madrid Dam. 
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